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DESCRIBE THE PRESENT AND ORIGINAL {IF KNOWN) PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

The Follen Community Church faces west onto Massachusetts Avenue (formerly Main Street)
in East Lexington. Next to it to the south stands the Stone Building (Cary Memorial
Library) and to the north is a parsonage built around 1930.

The Follen Commumity Church was built in 1840/41 according to designs made in 1839
by the minister, Charles Theodore Christian Follen. The building is sheathed in
clapboards, and its pointed arched windows display a Gothic influence. It is octag-
onal in shape, resting on a heavy granite foundation. As originally designed, the
only deviation from the octagon was a front vestibule surmounted by a tall steeple,
the spire of which was of lattice construction.

A unique feature of the roof over the sanctuary is the incorporation of a structurally
massive ceiling (with eight 14-inch square chestnut rafters) hung from the apex of
the eight-sided roof by a single heavy iron rod. The pulpit, still in use, was sit-
uated on the floor of the sanctuary to allow Reverend Follen to have his congrega-
tion spread half-way around him fan-wise. The original choir loft was set in the
back of the church over the vestibule with access from the steeple.

In April 1857 the steeple was damaged by fire after being struck by lightening. The
lattice spire was removed until eight years later when it was rebuilt and sheathed
with wooden shingles. At this time a raised chancel was added to the back of the
octagon to provide space for the choir in front of the congregation and for the pulpit.
to be raised to a more prominent position. A kitchen was added beneath the chancel.

In 1914 a village clock was added to the steeple under the following arrangement:
The steeple was to be supplied by the church, the clock was to be the property of
the '"Citizens of the East Village,' the clock was to be maintained and wound by the
East Lexington Men's Club and was to be lighted by the Town of Lexington.

The only major modification to the outside of the church occurred in 1955 when a large,
low, basement-level addition was built unobtrusively at the rear behind the chancel

to provide church school and meeting space. A number of internal changes in the base-
ment space directly under the sanctuary have been made from time to time as needs de-
mand. As recently refurbished, it now provides office and church school rooms and a
small meeting room appropriately named ''the Follen Room'' where original portraits of
both Charles and Eliza Follen are displayed on the walls,
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STATEMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE

The Follen C(;mrmmity Charch is significant as the first permanent home of the Relig-
ious Society of East lexington and as the only octagonal structure in the town.

The Religious Society of East Lexington was formed in 1833 and in 1835 began holding
its meetings in the Stone Building (Cary Memorial Library) in East Lexington, The
pastor of the new religious society was the Reverend Charles Follen who had fled his
native Germany because of opposition to his radical political activities. In America
he became an ardent abolitionist before such views were acceptable in New England, and
as a result he lost his position as professor of German at Harvard College. In order
to give full expression to his religious, moral and political opinions, Follen turned
to the ministry and preached to the Religious Society in East Lexington which was
sympathetic to his views,

After four years of meeting in the Stone Building, the Society was desirous of building
its own church. Pollen designed the new church building which was to stand next to the
hall (the Stone Building) formerly used by the worshippers, and he led the Society in
conducting a fair to aid in financing the undertaking. The fair was held in August
1839 on Mt., Independence, and the proceeds amounted to about $1200.

Ground was broken for the new church on July 4, 1840 and on January 15, 1841 the
dedication was held, Dr. Follen was returning from a lecture tour to preside at the
ceremonies when he was killed in the explosion of the steamship ''Lexington' in Long
Island Sound.

Ever since its founding in a town famous for its fight against '‘the establishment' on
April 19, 1775, the Follen Church Society (as it is now called) has prided itself

on liberal soctal and religious views and considers itself significant as a symbol of
our democratic heritage, Tt continues to be an gctive force in Lexington's community
life, The tradition of the East Village Fair, conducted each year on the church lawn,
has lived on for over 125 years, making it one of the oldest yearly fairs in the area.
The introduction by Follen of the German custom of Christmas to his Cambridge and
Lexington neighbors is another event which the church yearly celebrates by selling
Christman trees under the rubric of the "Christmas Tree Church."

The Follen Church is the oldest church building now standing in Lexington, and together

with its neighbor the Stone Building presents an important symbol of the fight of
Reverend Follen and other Americans to preserve the freedoms of speech and worship.
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